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advance. It was the first time during the war in which we had
moved forward at such a pace.

The Australians now pushed on to Benghazi from the northy
while on February 4th the Armoured Forces started their remark-
able dash across the desert from Mechili to the coastal1 road south
of Benghazi; the interception, which completely surprised the
enemy, took place at Beda Fonim. The Italians supported by
strong armoured car formations, tried to break through, but were,
repulsed with heavy losses and the greater part of their force was
captured or destroyed.

As the Australians advanced on Benghazi, our medium and
heavy bombers maintained their attacks on Berka and Benina
airfields and on the railway station at Barce which was being used
by the enemy for the withdrawal of his forces from that area.

Our troops occupied Benghazi on the 6th February, meeting
little resistance in the final stages. When the R.A.F. took over
Benina airport on the loth February they .found eighty-five un-
serviceable and damaged enemy aircraft and all the sheds had
. been wholly or partially wrecked. Our numerous bombing attacks
on enemy airfields had paid a good dividend, particularly so in
the case of El Adern, Gazala and Benina. No wonder the Italian
air effort had dwindled to nothing in the final stages of the
advance.

Following the British occupation of Benghazi, ""the remnants of
the enemy forces retreated westward into Tripolitania, while the
Italian Air Force was no longer capable of offering any serious
threat for the time being. It looked as if it would be some time
before the enemy would be able to stage an early counter-offensive
in Libya. Meanwhile the increasing gravity of the situation in
Greece was calling for the early despatch of further reinforcements
to that theatre and the consequent reduction of squadrons in
Gyrenaica. It was therefore with some relief to me that the decision
was made not to continue the advance towards Tripoli. I was fairly
sure that the Luftwaffe were arriving in Tripoli and would be
playing havoc with our recently captured ports and lines of
communication, which were quite long enough already.

My first move was to withdraw No. 274 Hurricane and No. 45
Blenheim Squadrons to start a reserve; these, together with Nos. 37
and 38 Wellington Squadrons, would make Four squadrons, but
where I was to get any more was still a problem. A mere trickle of
aircraft was coming across on the Takoradi-Sudars. reinforcement
route and hardly any cased Hurricanes were now amyiog by sea.